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Spaniards in the Sonora-Arizona Borderlands,
1694–1836

ABSTRACT: This article analyzes the meanings and uses of crosses in the interactions among
diverse indigenous groups and colonizers in the Sonoran frontier of northern New Spain
during the eighteenth century and beyond. By showing that colonial expansion was a
process that included persuasion within a context of violence, it highlights diplomacy
through exchanges facilitated by cultural parallels and hybridity between Christian and
precontact Amerindian symbols and rituals. This approach illustrates that the sign of the
cross became a widespread mechanism for initiating peaceful interactions. The emphasis on
the hybrid use of crosses provides insight into the fluid interactions among Natives and
colonizers through the adoption of this symbol and the role these Native groups had in
implanting colonial culture in their societies. Ultimately, it shows the indigenous peoples’
reactions and strategies under colonial presence.
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Six well-formed crosses were found in different locations along the four directions,
which are the signs with which they customarily request peace.

Asamultivalent symbol, the sign of the cross became part of cross-cultural
exchanges between indigenous groups and Spanish colonial settlers who
used it as an instrument of war or as a diplomatic tool. In the Americas,

Spanish conquistadors initially used Latin crosses to claim conquered territory.1
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1. The opening quotation makes reference to a diplomatic hybrid ritual that the indigenous groups in Sonora
practiced to request peace with colonialists. Spaniards might have understood these crosses as Christian symbols, but
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According to Patricia Seed, Europeans, in general, were “invoking Rome” as they
made their imperial claims.2 For instance, they “plant[ed] stone pillars or . . .
crosses in the center of native villages.”3 When Christopher Columbus arrived
on the island of Hispaniola in 1492, his men used wooden crosses to claim
what they considered should become Spanish possessions.4 In 1524, after the
Spanish conquest of the Mexica capital, Franciscan friars set a cross in
Tlatelolco, and they reproduced this practice over many parts of New Spain,
including the Gran Chichimeca and farther north.5 Likewise, when Spanish
explorer Francisco de Ulloa set anchor along the central Sonoran shore in
1539, he ordered one of his pilots, Francisco de Preciado, to set a cross on top
of a hill and to “take possession of the land in the name of Cortés.”6

These familiar references to early Spanish uses of the cross to signify possession or
conquest meet a striking counterpart in the archival information of the eighteenth
century. Through interdisciplinary research, this article combines and integrates
ethnographic testimonies and analyses with archival material to study the
complexity in the meanings of crosses as part of cross-cultural exchanges between
indigenous groups and colonizers during peace negotiations. It argues that the
cross and other symbols became important mechanisms for colonial expansion
through diplomatic negotiations that emphasized persuasion within a context of
violence. These mechanisms allowed for some cultural hybridity to develop.

Following historian Wayne Lee, this article understands culture in the context of
armed struggle as a set of “habits, skills, and styles” collectively practiced over a
long time span for decision-making, planning, and action. These collective
cultural habits are socially reproduced and taught across generations,
transmitting knowledge “through symbols and actions.”7 By applying this
definition to the province of Sonora, this article endeavors to show that
indigenous peoples and Spanish colonizers adopted elements of each other’s

by planting them to the cardinal directions the Natives included their own tradition. Quotation retrieved from
Correspondence between Viceroy Marqués de Croix and Minister of War Juan Gregorio Muniáin, Mexico City, May
25, 1769, based on news excerpt from the Expedition of Sonora, written at the garrison of Pitic on March 21, 1769,
Archivo General de Indias [hereafter AGI], México, Vol. 2477.

2. Patricia Seed, Ceremonies of Possession in Europe’s Conquest of the New World 1492–1640 (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1995), 131–133, 180–184.

3. Seed, Ceremonies of Possession, 184.
4. Kathryn Burns, Into the Archive: Writing and Power in Colonial Peru (Durham and London: Duke University

Press, 2010), 1.
5. John Kessell, Kiva, Cross, and Crown: The Pecos Indians and New Mexico, 1540–1840 (Tucson: Southwest Parks

and Monuments Association, 1987), 13.
6. Thomas Bowen, Unknown Island: Seri Indians, Europeans, and San Esteban Island in the Gulf of California

(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2000), 36.
7. Wayne E. Lee, “Warfare and Culture,” inWarfare and Culture inWorld History, Wayne E. Lee, ed. (New York and

London: New York University Press, 2011), 3.
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culture as they consolidated hybrid diplomatic practices. According to Stephanie
Wood, while the conquest of Mesoamerican groups in central Mexico involved
“forceful native Christian evangelism,” it nonetheless required an initial
acceptance and negotiation of both Native and Christian rituals and symbols.8

To be clear, accomplishing the missionaries’ goals in the farther north involved
indigenous and colonial bloodshed.9 But the practice of subduing or settling
Indians meant a combination of force and accommodation. Borderlands historians
who emphasize indigenous agency have noticed the variety of strategies that
indigenous peoples created while navigating colonial rule. Raphael Folsom, for
instance, suggests that the colonial pact between the Spanish crown and Indian
communities was an “ambivalent relationship” that “intertwined roles of violence
and negotiation.” Confronted with colonial force, Native communities often
shifted strategically from resistance to collaboration.10 According to Cynthia
Radding, missionaries interacted with indigenous communities by combining
“coercion and persuasion,” while Native peoples chose “negotiation, flight, and
revolt” as mechanisms to interact with the colonizers.11 Susan Deeds proposes that
indigenous peoples interacted with colonial settlers through “mediated
opportunism.” They chose “mixed strategies” as they adapted to certain “changing
cultural and ecological circumstances” but rejected any changes that would
compromise what they considered to be a balanced way of life.12 With a stronger
focus on religion, Brandon Bayne’s recent work highlights how indigenous
experiences with colonial religious institutions were shaped by “veneration and
coercion.”13 Colonial expansion into northern New Spain took many forms, but
focusing on the subaltern experience, which is what this article will do, shows that
indigenous strategies were central to shaping Spanish colonial practices.14

Because of its vast territorial extension and its geographical, ecological, and
cultural diversity, most of northern New Spain underwent multiple cycles of

8. See Stephanie Wood, “Nahua Christian Warriors in the Mapa de Cuauhtlantzinco, Cholula Parish,” in Indian
Conquistadors: Indigenous Allies in the Conquest of Mesoamerica, Laura E. Matthew and Michel R. Oudijk, eds.
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2007), 274. For other significant work on the symbolic rituals and
negotiations in Mesoamerica, see the other chapters in the same edited volume.

9. Brandon Bayne, Missions Begin with Blood: Suffering and Salvation in the Borderlands of New Spain (New York:
Fordham University Press, 2021), 127–128.

10. Raphael Folsom,Yaquis and the Empire: Violence, Spanish Imperial Power, andNative Resilience in ColonialMexico
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2014), 1, 3.

11. Cynthia Radding,Wandering Peoples: Colonialism, Ethnic Spaces, and Ecological Frontiers in NorthwesternMexico,
1700–1850 (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 1997), 9, 68.

12. Susan Deeds, Defiance and Deference in Mexico’s Colonial North: Indians under Spanish Rule in Nueva Vizcaya
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 2003), 6.

13. Bayne, Missions Begin with Blood, 64.
14. Guillermo Wilde, “Frontier Missions in South America: Impositions, Adaptations, and Appropriations,” in

Oxford Handbook of Borderlands of the Iberian World, Danna Levin Rojo et al., eds. (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2019), 546.
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military conquest challenged by ensuing Native resistance, including the Mixtón
and Chichimec Wars, which together lasted nearly a century.15 Native/Spanish
interactions were conflictive, and colonial expansion across northwestern New
Spain involved, among other things, diplomacy through accommodation based
on cultural parallels between Christian and precontact Amerindian symbols and
rituals.16 Native groups and incoming Spaniards created a hybrid culture as
they accepted and incorporated portions of each other’s rituals and symbols
into their own set of beliefs and customs.17 This practice became common in
places like Sonora, going as far back as the initial Native/Spanish encounters
and the early stage of the mission system.18

Peace was unstable, as it needed to be negotiated and sustained through a long
process of cultural adoption and exchange that was rooted in sacred objects and
practices with multivalent meanings traditionally used to invoke spiritual power
and healing.19 Native communities and colonial authorities sought their
mutual recognition by selectively appropriating each other’s beliefs and
practices, creating a common ground for communication and trust.20 In this
historical context, the sign of the cross, combined with other symbols, became
a widespread mechanism for initiating peaceful interactions.21 Studying the
multivalent meanings and uses of crosses during diplomatic endeavors sheds

15. On Sonoran Native resistance, see Edward Spicer, Cycles of Conquest: The Impact of Spain, Mexico, and the
United States on the Indians of the Southwest, 1533–1960 (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1981), 16–17; Julio
César Montané Martí, El mito conquistado: Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca (Hermosillo: Universidad de Sonora, 1999),
454; and Dora Elvia Enríquez Licón, “Indios auxiliares en la Sonora misional: una revaluación,” in Misiones del
noroeste de México: origen y destino/2015, Raquel Padilla Ramos, coord. (Hermosillo: Fondo Regional para la Cultura y
las Artes del Noroeste, 2017), 111–113. On the challenges for colonial expansion, see Fernando Berrojalbiz and
Marie-Areti Hers, “Fluctuating Frontiers in the Borderlands of Mesoamerica,” in Oxford Handbook of Borderlands of the
Iberian World, Danna Levin Rojo et al., eds. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019), 84–85, 98; Levin Rojo,
“‘Indian Friends and Allies’ in the Spanish Imperial Borderlands of North America,” in Oxford Handbook (2019), 143.

16. For examples of early interactions among Natives and Spaniards, see Maureen Ahern, “The Cross and the
Gourd: The Appropriation of Ritual Signs in the Relaciones of Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca and Fray Marcos de
Niza,” in Early Images of the Americas: Transfer and Invention, Jerry M. Williams and Robert E. Lewis, eds. (Tucson
and London: University of Arizona Press, 1993), 220–225.

17. Nicholas P. Cushner, Soldiers of God: The Jesuit in Colonial America, 1565–1767 (Buffalo, NY: Language
Communications, 2002), 254.

18. José Marcos Medina Bustos and Ignacio Almada Bay, “Inter-ethnic War in Sonora: Indigenous Captains
General and Cultural Change, 1740–1832,” in Oxford Handbook of Borderlands of the Iberian World, Danna A. Levin
et al., eds. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019), 183–186.

19. Rolena Adorno and Patrick Charles Pautz, Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca: His Account, His Life, and the
Expedition of Pánfilo de Narváez, Vol. 1 (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 1999), 113–115, 177;
Danna A. Levin Rojo and Cynthia Radding, “Introduction: Borderlands, AWorking Definition,” in Oxford Handbook
of Borderlands of the Iberian World, Danna A. Levin Rojo et al., eds. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019), 9;
Kathleen DuVal and John DuVal, “Alvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca’s Shipwreck off the Texas Coast, 1528–1536,” in
Interpreting a Continent: Voices from Colonial America, Kathleen DuVal et al., eds. (Lanham, MD: Rowman &
Littlefield, 2009), 33–34.

20. Richard White, The Middle Ground: Indians, Empires, and Republics in the Great Lakes Region, 1650–1815
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), xxvi.

21. Juliana Barr, Peace Came in the Form of a Woman: Indians and Spaniards in the Texas Borderlands (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 2007), 39.
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light on the perspectives of colonized peoples and colonizers. It highlights the
Natives’ range of action and their strategies for interacting with European
settlers, including female indigenous mediation. Ultimately, it provides a more
nuanced understanding of colonial expansion in northwestern New Spain.

CROSSES, SPANISH REDUCCIONES, AND PRE-HISPANIC
PATTERNS

In early modern Spanish tradition, crosses epitomized a way to mark and
understand the world. Crosses represented indigenous populated towns to
Spanish colonizers, as attested by the “Christian emblem of the cross” set by
the missionaries in many town squares.22 Moreover, the 1750s map titled
“Hanc Sonora Tabulam” and authorized by Sonora governor José Tienda y
Cuervo depicted indigenous settlements (‘Ranchería de Yndios Christianos’)
with the symbol of a cross over a pile of stones or an earthen mound.23 On the
same map, Tienda y Cuervo’s mapmaker used tilted crosses to represent
unpopulated towns (‘Pueblo despoblado’). Spaniards related the Christian cross
with the process of reducción (the establishment of a fixed settlement), which
involved founding villages or towns populated by Christian Indians “at peace”
with the Spaniards (see Figure 1).24 The term reducción came “from the Latin
root ‘reductio’ meaning to ‘join’ or ‘gather together.’”25 Tienda y Cuervo’s map,
therefore, underscores the importance of indigenous communities as fixed
settlements.

The connection between fixed settlements and peaceful interactions through the
sign of the cross is further seen on several Spanish place-names in Sonora,
particularly in Sobaipuri territory (see Figure 2).26 Missionaries gave some
indigenous allied villages the name of Santa Cruz (Holy Cross), with the
continuing indigenous name incorporated, such as Santa Cruz de Pitaitutgam
and Santa Cruz de Gaybanipitea. Later, the Spanish military used the same
name for two garrisons in that area.27

22. Cynthia Radding, Landscapes of Power and Identity: Comparative Histories in the Sonoran Desert and the Forests of
Amazonia from Colony to Republic (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2005), 218.

23. Tienda y Cuervo’s map does not specify the exact date of its elaboration but it was drawn around the 1750s.
Original map retrieved from “Hanc Sonora Tabulam,” Museo Naval de Madrid [hereafter MNM], AMN.008-B-09.

24. Eusebio Francisco Kino,Correspondencia del P. Kino con los Generales de la Compañía de Jesús. 1682–1707. Prólogo
y Notas de Ernest J. Burrus, S.J., Testimonia Historica, Num. 5 (Mexico City: Editorial Jus, 1961), 85.

25. Justin Blanton, “BecomingChiquitano: Crafting Identities in the Broader ParaguayanRiver Basin” (PhD diss.:
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 2018), 69; Bayne, Missions Begin with Blood, 8.

26. The Sobaipuris were an O’odham subgroup whose territory extended through today’s San Pedro and Santa
Cruz River Valleys.

27. Reference is taken from contemporary and colonial maps retrieved from Cynthia Radding, Las estructuras
socio-económicas de las misiones de la Pimería Alta 1768–1850 (Hermosillo: INAH Centro Regional del Noroeste,
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Indigenous peoples in precontact northern Mexico used the sign of the cross but
in a different form than Europeans did. Rather than worshipping Latin crosses,
they revered equilateral crosses, which I will refer to as Native crosses. This
symbol had “nuanced meanings,” but mainly it conveyed different forms of
“spiritual power” for ceremonial rites that could protect their communities
from diseases, accidents, or enemy attacks.28 The Yoemem in southern Sonora,
for instance, considered the sign of the equilateral cross as a “sacred” symbol
since they “were sun oriented,” and it represented “the cardinal points of the
Earth and the center of creation.”29 Native crosses were also significant because
they ultimately represented and reproduced the four-pattern cult, a widespread
custom among precontact societies.30 Indigenous peoples in the north

FIGURE 1
Crosses to Mark Fixed Settlements

Source: Partial images taken from José Tienda y Cuervo’s map “Hanc Sonora Tabulam, 1750s,” (undated),
Museo Naval de Madrid, AMN.008-B-09.

1979), 6–7; Eusebio Francisco Kino, “Saeta martyrdom” map, 1696–97, in Deny Seimour, A Fateful Day in 1698: The
Remarkable Sobaiupuri-O’odham Victory over the Apaches and Their Allies (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 2014),
28; Charles Di Peso, The Sobaipuri Indians of the Upper San Pedro River Valley, Southeastern Arizona (Dragoon, AZ:
Amerind Foundation, 1974), 1; and Naomi Sussman, “Indigenous Diplomacy and Spanish Mediation in the Lower
Colorado-Gila River Region, 1771–1783,” Ethnohistory 66:2 (April 2019): 332.

28. Cynthia Radding, “Crosses, Caves, and Matachinis: Divergent Appropriations of Catholic Discourse in
Northwestern New Spain,” The Americas 55:2 (October 1998): 200; Radding, Wandering Peoples, 15; Ryan K. Smith,
Gothic Arches, Latin Crosses: Anti-Catholicism and American Church Designs in the Nineteenth Century (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina, Press 2006), 62, 66.

29. Lavonna L. Lovern and Carol Locust, “Yaqui Beliefs on Wellness,” in Native American Communities on Health
and Disability: Borderland Dialogues (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2013), 114.

30. Mardith Schuetz-Miller, “Pre-Euclidian Geometry in the Design of Mission Churches of the Spanish
Borderlands,” Journal of the Southwest 48:4 (December 2006): 332–333, 338.
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FIGURE 2
The Sonoran Frontier during the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries

Source: Map elaborated by Philip McDaniel, from Geographic Information Systems, University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill, May 3, 2021.
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performedmany rituals and general practices in patterns of four.31 For instance, in
honor of their prey, the seafaring Comcáac from the coastal desert in central
Sonora held a four-day celebration every time they captured a giant turtle. They
also used the four-pattern structure during their traditional vision quests, which
were expected to last for four days. The Comcáac also made Native crosses with
shrub twigs they used as amulets for curing purposes. Likewise, they
reproduced this symbol by painting and tattooing it on their bodies to invoke
health and protection.32

Among agriculturalist O’odham groups from the river valleys in the piedmont,
some creation myths highlighted the centrality of the number four as well. For
instance, they believed that I’itoi, also regarded as Elder Brother and their
creator, had originally caused a great flood because he was angry at his people.
According to their belief, water sprouted through a hole in the earth, flooding
O’odham territory, and “four children [were] sacrificed” and sent into the hole
“to avert that threat.”33 Following their creator’s arrangement, they used the
four-pattern ritual for many of their tasks. Their women tattooed their faces in
four-patterns and used elements of four in their agricultural practices; they
“dropped in four corn kernels” whenever they cultivated maize. The O’odham
people might hear or sing each one of their songs in patterns of four, eight, or
even 16 repetitions. Some of their traditional songs and accounts even
mentioned the four-pattern and alluded to the four cardinal directions.34

The O’odham also used the four-pattern cult in many of their ceremonies, such as
marriage rituals and the puberty dance, which was a rite of passage for O’odham
women.35 Worth highlighting among their rituals is their rainmaking wine
festival, called Nawait. In this ceremony, the O’odham drank fermented
sahuaro cactus juice until they threw up, which represented the earth absorbing
rain moisture, and according to their beliefs, would induce rain. This ritual also
required singing that came from “four medicine men [who] sat in [a] circle at
north, south, east, and west,” which invoked the form of the Native cross and
symbolized the four cardinal points.36 The structure of these activities adhered
strictly and solemnly to specific patterns and symbols that came together to

31. Ruth Underhill, Papago Woman: An Intimate Portrait of American Indian Culture (Long Grove, IL: Waveland
Press, 1985), 59.

32. Edward Moser and Richard S. White Jr., “Seri Clay Figurines,” The Kiva 33:3 (1968): 145; Richard Stephen
Felger and Mary Beck Moser, People of the Desert and Sea: Ethnobotany of the Seri Indians (Tucson: University of Arizona
Press, 1985), 103, 105, 119, 154–159.

33. James Griffith, A Shared Space: Folklife in the Arizona-Sonora Borderlands (Logan: Utah State University Press,
1995), 99.

34. Underhill, Papago Woman, 48, 49, 53, 59, 64.
35. Underhill, Papago Woman, 61, 63; Bernard Fontana, Of Earth and Little Rain: The Papago Indians (Tucson:

University of Arizona Press, 1989).
36. Underhill, Papago Woman, 70; Fontana, Of Earth and Little Rain.
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represent natural and supernatural elements that could convey power and
authority, ultimately reproducing the sign of the Native cross.

Hunting and gathering groups from the high mountain ranges, such as the
Apaches, traditionally used Native crosses and the four-pattern cult as well. For
instance, they believed that they would avoid getting lost when taking an
unknown path by painting equilateral crosses on their moccasins.37 Among
many of their other rituals that involved the sign of the cross were curing
practices, cleansing rituals, the puberty dance, and war-related ceremonies for
invoking and finding the enemy. Additionally, they used it as part of their ritual
when pleading for healers’ services.38 Some of these rituals required making
the sign of the cross several times by using ashes and pollen.39 In practice,
these traditions were not that different from the common Christian rituals that
involved making the sign of the cross.

The Apaches, specifically, used the Native cross for the snake ceremony, a ritual to
cure poisonous snake bites. This ritual required, among other steps, that the healer
put pollen on the wounded person “and put it to the directions.” Pollen was also
put in the patient’s mouth and there was “made a cross of it where he was bitten.”
After that, the patient would lie down, and the healer would sit at the patient’s side
singing, from afternoon to dusk “for four days.”40 Some Spanish healing rituals
used the Christian cross for similar purposes. For example, during his eight-year
epic journey across the North American Southwest in the early sixteenth century,
Spanish explorer Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca incorporated into his Christian
traditions the indigenous healing practices that the Natives taught him along
the way. He created a hybrid form of rituals that several indigenous groups later
accepted and absorbed into their cultural milieu. Some of the Native healing
practices he adopted involved blowing on different body parts for pain relief,
incision-making, blood-sucking, and cauterization. Influenced by curing
methods of Castilian saludadores (traditional healers), which involved “blessing
and breathing upon the patient,” Cabeza de Vaca and his companions “merged
Christian and Native rituals as they healed the sick by blowing over them and
by cauterizing wounds while also making “the sign of the cross” and praying.41

Using cultural parallels among Spanish and indigenous knowledge and belief

37. Henrietta H. Stockel, Salvation through Slavery: Chiricahua Apaches and Priests on the Spanish Colonial Frontier
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2008), 17.

38. Keith Basso, The Cibecue Apache (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1970); Morris Opler, An Apache
Life-Way: The Economic, Social and Religious Institutions of the Chiricahua Indians (Chicago and London: University of
Chicago Press, 1965), 132, 214–215, 258–259, 266, 304, 309.

39. Ethnographic secondary sources do not specify the type of pollen used during cross-cultural rituals.
40. Opler, An Apache Life-Way, 309.
41. Adorno and Pautz, Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca, Vol. 1, 113–115, 177; DuVal and DuVal, “Alvar Nuñez

Cabeza de Vaca’s Shipwreck off the Texas Coast,” 33–34.
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systems, Cabeza de Vaca’s shipwrecked crew became successful and powerful
healers.42 Comparing these cases suggests that the cultural parallels among
Native and Christian crosses used for healing purposes opened the way for
hybridized crosses.

CROSS-CULTURAL EXCHANGE AND HYBRID SYMBOLS

During Spanish contact, the Native link between their equilateral crosses and the
four-pattern cult resembled the colonizers’ link between Christian crosses (Latin
crosses) and the Holy Trinity. This parallel became a cultural bridge between the
societies that opened the way for diplomatic negotiations.43 According to
anthropologist James Griffith, there was a “cross-cultural borrowing” between
Natives’ ritual number four, considered sacred among several indigenous
groups from northwestern Mexico, and the European and Christian
significance of the number three as exemplified by the Holy Trinity.44 Native
groups incorporated Christian crosses as part of their diplomatic rituals and as
an extension of their own sanctioned beliefs. Since equilateral crosses were
already a sacred symbol to them, it was compatible for them to assimilate the
value of the incoming cruciform crosses as symbols of peace that would bring
trust and solemnity to their alliances with the Spaniards. Therefore, the
adoption of these Christian diplomatic symbols came from negotiated
cross-cultural exchanges facilitated by Native/Spanish cultural parallels.

In Sonora, missions arrived before presidios (military garrisons). Thus, the
missionaries were among the first consistent groups of European diplomatic
emissaries to go into that area and negotiate with the Natives.45 The
missionaries had two main goals: to Christianize indigenous peoples and to
persuade them to go into fixed settlements through the process of reducción.46

Since many indigenous peoples of northern New Spain traditionally had
“seasonal residence patterns,” going into reducción involved transforming their

42. Levin Rojo and Radding, “Introduction: Borderlands, AWorking Definition,” 9.
43. Teresa Pijoan, White Wolf Woman: Native American Transformation Myths Collected and Retold by Teresa Pijoan

(Little Rock: August House Publishers, 1992), 12.
44. Griffith, A Shared Space, 100–101.
45. In Sonora, the first missions were established in 1614 and the first presidio in 1690. See SergioOrtegaNoriega,

“El sistema de las misiones jesuíticas: 1591–1699,” inHistoria general de Sonora, Tomo II, De la Conquista al Estado Libre y
Soberano de Sonora, Sergio Ortega Noriega et al., eds. (Hermosillo: Gobierno del Estado de Sonora, 1996), 45–46;
Thomas Sheridan, Empire of Sand: The Seri Indians and the Struggle for Spanish Sonora, 1645–1803 (Tucson: University
of Arizona Press, 1999), 36; and Martha Ortega Soto, “La colonización española en la primera mitad del siglo
XVIII,” in Historia general de Sonora, Tomo II, De la Conquista al Estado Libre y Soberano de Sonora (Hermosillo:
Gobierno del Estado de Sonora, 1996), 162–163.

46. Brandon Bayne, “Willy-Nilly Baptisms and Chichimeca Freedoms: Missionary Disputes, Indigenous Desires
and the 1695 O’odham Revolt,” Journal of Early Modern History 21 (2017): 9–37.
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patterns from semi-sedentary or nomadic into fully sedentary lifestyles.47 In
theory, this transformation demanded a radical change in Native subsistence
practices: seafarers, hunters, and gatherers would fully become agriculturalists
and ranchers.48 In practice, however, a portion of the people who went into
reducciones did so during seasonal visits, incorporating the mission towns as
an extension of their seasonal migrating patterns and subsistence practices.49

This type of negotiated cultural exchange highlights a blurry line between
categories of reduced and non-reduced Indians, suggesting that Indians who
limited their interactions with the missionaries to seasonal visits could serve as
cultural go-betweens and diplomatic brokers between the people in the mission
towns and their brethren in the montes (shrub forests).50 Therefore, by
analyzing peace negotiations through the hybrid use of crosses, this study
focuses thematically on the fluidity in the interactions among Natives and
colonizers through cultural exchanges in the examples developed in the
following sections.

The cross came to epitomize reducciones and remained as the hallmark for
alliances between indigenous communities and priests from Franciscan and
Jesuit orders, while Natives and Spaniards merged its symbolism with arches
that represented a culturally parallel symbol as well. As several ethnic groups
from Sonora interacted with missionaries and received religious indoctrination
while going into reducciones during the seventeenth century, they incorporated
the Christian cross into their own set of cultural practices and values and used it
as a symbol of peace.51 For example, in 1694, Upper O’odham bands local to
the San Ignacio River Valley welcomed officer Juan Mateo Mange and
missionaries Eusebio Francisco Kino and Marcos Antonio Kappus by kneeling
along the way with crosses and arches made of branches.52 When Kino visited
his Sobaipuri allies through seven of their villages along the Guevabi and
Sobaipuri Valleys just two years after the O’odham rebellion of 1695, they

47. Radding, Wandering Peoples, 10, 22, 26; Zulema Trejo, Raquel Padilla, and Ana Luz Ramírez Zavala,
“Introducción,” in Cambio cultural en territorios de frontera: programas, procesos y apropiaciones. Siglos XVII-XXI, Ana
Luz Ramírez Zavala et al., coords. (Hermosillo: El Colegio de Sonora, 2020), 17.

48. José Manuel Moreno Vega, “Reciprocidad y generosidad: la carga de sostener la paz con los españoles en la
Intendencia de Sonora, 1786–1797,” in Cambio cultural en territorios de frontera: programas, procesos y apropiaciones.
Siglos XVII-XXI, Ana Luz Ramírez Zavala et al., coords. (Hermosillo: El Colegio de Sonora, 2020), 38.

49. Radding, Wandering Peoples, 113.
50. Cynthia Radding highlights the “slippery nature of the alliances among mission and non-mission Indians” and

points out that the latter could gather “intelligence” from the former. See Radding, Wandering Peoples, 271; and Alida
Metcalf, Go-Betweens and the Colonization of Brazil: 1500–1600 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2005).

51. Sheridan, Empire of Sand, 33; Charles Di Peso andDaniel S.Matson, “The Seri Indians in 1692 as Described by
Adamo Gilg, S.J.,” Arizona and the West 7:1 (Spring, 1965): 33–56; Spicer, Cycles of Conquest, 105; Radding, “Crosses,
Caves, andMatachinis,” 200; Radding, Landscapes of Power, 214; Bowen,Unknown Island, 58–59; and Bayne, “Willy-Nilly
Baptisms.”

52. Juan Mateo Mange, Diario de las exploraciones en Sonora: luz de tierra incógnita (Hermosillo: Gobierno del
Estado de Sonora, 1985), 28–29.
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received him “with crosses and arches placed [along] the road.”53 Subsequently, in
1698, Natives from the Concepción Valley received Captain Cristóbal Bernal into
their towns in the same manner.54

Traditionally, the use of arches had relative parallel meanings among Spaniards
and Natives. Reminiscent of Roman arches representing triumph, processional
wooden arches became “the most monumental component of the viceregal
entry,” since colonial officials received their incoming viceroys in Mexico City
with this emblem.55 Arches were also a Catholic symbol that represented
rainbows, as the Old Testament mentions them as “a sign of God’s promise
that never again would He send a flood to cover the whole earth.” To the
O’odham, and very likely to other indigenous desert dwellers, arches signified
rainbows as well, but in contrast, they represented rain that was highly
welcomed and desired in an arid environment.56 If the depiction of those
rainbows looked like the small processional arches elaborated and used by
contemporary O’odham, then they must have been “made of branches that
[had] been peeled and bent into shape,” and “covered with [many] flowers.”57

Since Spaniards understood these Native arches as a sign of welcome, they
accepted them as a mechanism for diplomacy, and when combined with Latin
crosses, these paired symbols became a quintessential example of Native/
Christian diplomatic hybridity.58

CROSSES BEYOND SPANISH CONTROLLED TERRITORY

By 1699, the sign of the Latin cross had also become widely accepted as a
diplomatic symbol for interethnic alliances among several unreduced groups

53. On the O’odham rebellion of 1695, see Bayne, “Willy-Nilly Baptisms.” On crosses and arches, see Eusebio
Francisco Kino, Kino’s Historical Memoir of Pimería Alta: A Contemporary Account of the Beginnings of California,
Sonora, and Arizona, by Father Eusebio Francisco Kino, S.J., Pioneer Missionary Explorer, Cartographer and Ranchman.
1683–1711. From the Original Manuscript in the Archives of Mexico, Herbert Bolton, ed. and trans. (Berkeley and Los
Angeles: University of California Press, 1948), 166, 172; Eusebio Francisco Kino, Las misiones de Sonora y Arizona:
comprendiendo la crónica titulada “Favores celestiales” y “Relación diaria de la entrada al noroeste.” Versión paleográfica e
índice por Francisco Fernández del Castillo; con noticias bibliográficas del Padre Kino y sus exploraciones y fundaciones por Dr.
Emilio Böse (Mexico City: Editorial Porrúa, 1989), 55.

54. Kino, Las misiones de Sonora y Arizona, 408.
55. Michael Schreffler, “A Triumphal Arch for the Count of Moctezuma: Architectural Poetics and Artistic

Competition at the Cathedral of Mexico City, ca. 1670–1700,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 79:4
(2020): 419, 427, 434.

56. James Griffith, Beliefs and Holy Places: A Spiritual Geography of the Pimería Alta (Tucson: University of Arizona
Press, 1992), 79.

57. Griffith, Beliefs and Holy Places, 75.
58. During his expedition to Sonora in 1539, Franciscan friar Marcos de Niza noticed that the Native groups from

that area received him “with much hospitality and rejoicing,” with customary indigenous “arches,” which Niza described
as “triumphal.” See PercyM. Baldwin, “FrayMarcos deNiza andHis Discovery of the Seven Cities of Cibola,”NewMexico
Historical Review 1:2 (April 1, 1926): 202.
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from the Gila River area, beyond Spanish-controlled territory. That same year,
Kino sent a cross, a letter, and gifts to the Moqui people in New Mexico to
induce them to accept peace and establish an alliance with the Spaniards.59 A
Sobaipuri chief named Humaric and other members of his group acted as
ambassadors. The diplomatic gifts, however, did not arrive at their final
destination because a group of Gileño Apaches intercepted and took them as a
message for themselves. Through the Sobaipuris, the Apaches sent a request
for peace to Kino. As a result, that same year Humaric and others from the
Gila River confirmed a peace agreement involving 49 Apaches and Spanish
religious authorities. This pact also cemented peaceful relations between Gileño
Apaches and other indigenous allies of the Spaniards, such as the Opas,
Cocomaricopas, and Akimel O’odham.60 Since the Apaches were not closely
related to the mission system, this case suggests that non-missionized Indians
were adopting these practices and symbols from their indigenous neighbors,
underscoring the widespread dissemination of the sign of the cross as a symbol
of peace through interethnic cross-cultural exchanges.

Peace by the cross had also become a custom among the Comcáac. In 1700, when
Spanish ensign Juan Bautista Escalante visited the mission of El Pópulo, on the
ranges of Comcáac territory, their leaders received him by setting “many arches
and crosses,” which led to their community house.61 These cross-cultural
exchanges also extended to unaffiliated Comcáac groups beyond the mission
towns. For instance, in August 1709, as Jesuit missionary Juan María
Salvatierra visited the Sonoran central coast, he told the local Comcáac bands
“that Europeans who . . . honored the cross were men of peace.”62 Twelve years
later, in May 1721, Jesuit missionary Juan de Ugarte sailed across the Gulf of
California from Baja California toward Kino Bay on board a vessel
prophetically “blessed” and “Christened” as El Triunfo de la Cruz (The
Triumph of the Cross). When he landed, the Comcáac received him peacefully
by planting a cross in the sand.63

Exchanging Christian crosses as a symbol of peace negotiation became a practice
well known during the eighteenth century among several groups beyond
Spanish-controlled territory who periodically engaged with the mission system.
According to missionary Philipp Segesser’s account, written in 1737, several
indigenous groups would occasionally seek temporary work within the

59. On crosses as part of gift exchanges, see Bayne, “Willy-Nilly Baptisms,” 36. On Native reciprocal gift-giving
practices in general, see Moreno Vega, “Reciprocidad y generosidad,” 31–61.

60. Kino, Las misiones de Sonora y Arizona, 74–75.
61. Sheridan, Empire of Sand, 73.
62. Bowen, Unknown Island, 64.
63. Bowen, Unknown Island, 64.
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missions and had their children baptized as they brought them along.64 Among
the groups in northern New Spain who eventually adopted crosses as
diplomatic symbols were the O’odham, Ópatas, Comcáac, Yumas,
Cocomaricopas, Moquis, Apaches, and even the Comanches.65 The adoption
process of this diplomatic ritual among the geographically extended and
culturally diverse ethnic groups of northern New Spain provides a glimpse of
the role that indigenous peoples had in implanting colonial culture in their own
societies, transforming them in the process.

REBELLIONS, MISUNDERSTANDINGS, AND DIPLOMATIC
FAILURES

The introduction and spread of European epidemics among indigenous
communities became a reason for rebellion, especially during the early stages of
contact. According to historian Robert Jackson, the mission settlement process
went through several phases because of the spread of diseases. He claims that
permanent agricultural communities existed prior to colonial contact but became
depopulated by early epidemics in the region following the Spanish conquest of
central Mexico. When the first missionaries arrived in Sonora, they “re-created”
these former communities, but the foundation of missions and their congregated
lifestyle triggered further spread of disease and decimated them. The
missionaries, in response, “repopulated” the missions by bringing in Native
groups from further places who seasonally required mission resources to subsist.66

However, while many Natives died or fled the missions, others responded to
epidemics by choosing rebellion. For example, anthropologist Daniel Reff
suggests that in 1616, when news of a smallpox epidemic in Sonora and Sinaloa
reached the eastern ranges of the Sierra Madre, the Tepehuan people revolted
because their hechiceros (Native sorcerers) advised them to kill all the Spaniards
and Jesuit priests in order to avoid punishment through famine and disease.67

64. Theodore Treutlein, “The Relation of Philipp Segesser,”Mid-America: An Historical Review 27:3 (July 1945):
154, 155.

65. Excerpt of the latest news from the Sonora Expedition and the instructions given by the General Visitor in Real
de Los Alamos, 1769, AGI,México, Vol. 2477, no folder number, no fol. number; Juan deMendoza, Report to viceroy of
New Spain, Marqués de las Amarillas, San Miguel de Horcasitas, February 15, 1757, AGI, México, Vol. 1358, no folder
number, fols. 26–26v; Pablo de Arce y Arroyo, Report from the governor and captain general of Sonora and Sinaloa,
October 30, 1753, AGI, México, Vol. 1358, no folder number, fol. 182; Radding, Wandering Peoples, 281; Sheridan,
Empire of Sand, 354–355; Kino, Historical Memoir, 198; Treutlein, “The Relation of Philipp Segesser,” 153; Lance
Blyth, Chiricahua and Janos: Communities of Violence in the Southwestern Borderlands, 1680–1880 (Lincoln and
London: University of Nebraska Press, 2012), 58; William Griffen, Apaches at War and Peace: The Janos Presidio 1750–
1858 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1988), 169; Barr, Peace Came in the Form of a Woman, 1.

66. Robert Jackson, Indian Population Decline: The Missions of Northwestern New Spain, 1687–1840 (Albuquerque:
University of New Mexico Press, 1995), 5, 16.

67. Daniel Reff,Disease, Depopulation, and Culture Change in Northwestern New Spain, 1518–1764 (Salt Lake City:
University of Utah Press, 1991), 158–160.
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Because the colonial pact revolved around coercion and accommodation, peace by
the cross was generally unstable.68 Many Native groups despised colonial rule
and life in the missions because of its imposed labor regimes, brutal
punishments, and the constant threat of attacks by unincorporated “multiethnic
bands” on fixed settlements.69 When colonial authorities did not meet the
minimum requirements of reciprocity, Indians who had come to accept their
presence broke the alliances with them as they chose flight and rebellion over
peace as a mechanism “to lessen their burdens . . . and to ransom a part of their
dignity.”70 Native revolts historically shaped the colonial landscape by showing
the vulnerability of Spanish imperial control.71 Such was the case with the
Ópatas rebelling in 1681, the Yoemem in 1739–41, and the Comcáac in 1749–51.
This period also stands out because of the cyclical violence and betrayal between
colonizers and indigenous peoples.72

Under such unstable circumstances, Christian symbols could be misleading and
could serve to attract or distract the enemy. Not long before 1737, the Apaches
went to the Fronteras presidio to meet with Captain Juan Bautista de Anza.
They “brought with them a cross” to demonstrate “their peaceful intentions.”
According to Segesser, they invited Anza “to accompany them to a council,
where they wished to swear allegiance to him. Nonetheless, the captain refused
because he was unwell at the time, and also because their proposal seemed . . .
dangerous [to him].” Under the pretext of bringing the Apaches into
Christianity, an unnamed “visiting Spaniard . . . with a few soldiers” is said to
have volunteered to go in place of Anza despite “all dissuasion.” The Apaches
received them in a friendly manner, but by the time the Spaniard got off his
horse, they had killed him and wounded the soldiers, while another group of
Apaches simultaneously raided “more than three hundred horses” from the
nearby missions of Arizpe and Cuquiárachi.73

If the sign of the cross could serve as a distractor, it was because of its extended
shared meaning as a symbol of peace that Natives and Spaniards had come to
acknowledge by this time. Moreover, this case underscores the role of Indians
as historical actors who strategized their interactions with colonizers based on

68. Folsom, Yaquis and the Empire, 1, 3.
69. José Refugio de la Torre Curiel, “Tierra Incognita: Cartography and Projects of Territorial Expansion in Sonora

and Arizona, Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries,” in Oxford Handbook of Borderlands of the Iberian World, Danna
A. Levin Rojo et. al., eds. (New York: Oxford, 2019), 475.

70. Radding, Wandering Peoples, 264.
71. Radding, Wandering Peoples, 267, 280–281; De la Torre Curiel, “Tierra Incognita,” 475.
72. Esperanza Donjuan Espinoza, “Violencia interétnica vista a través de derroteros y diarios de exploraciones en la

provincia de Sonora, siglo XVIII,” in Violencia interétnica en la frontera norte novohispana y mexicana. Siglos XVII-XIX, José
Marcos Medina Bustos et al., coords. (Hermosillo: El Colegio de Sonora, 2015), 98.

73. Treutlein, “The Relation of Philipp Segesser,” 153.
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this hybrid symbolism. They could either invoke the peaceful implicit
connotations of the cross when seeking to negotiate peace, or they could
choose to use it to mislead and gain an advantage over their enemy.

On the other side of the spectrum, Native groups who had established peaceful
interactions with colonial authorities had suspicions about trusting their
Spanish allies. Even though they had negotiated a particular place for
themselves within the colonial pact, they felt threatened and believed that the
Spanish would change their prerogatives. Competition among colonizers and
mission Indians for natural resources, such as land and water, became a major
conflict source, especially during the second half of the eighteenth century
under a set of late-colonial economic, political, and military transformations
commonly referred to as the Bourbon Reforms. According to Cynthia
Radding, the Bourbon Reforms, and Mexican independence later on, created
policies that contributed to break the colonial pact that some indigenous
groups of northwestern Mexico had negotiated first with Jesuit missionaries,
and later with Franciscans. The major issue that brought this rupture was the
tendency to prioritize private property against indigenous communal property.74

While attempting to promote a stronger, efficient, and more profitable colonial
system, enlightened metropolitan authorities put a strain on the colonial pact as
their bureaucratic changes became a burden for indigenous communities to
bear. In 1748, for example, royal visitor Rafael Rodríguez Gallardo transferred
the presidio of Pitic on the fringes of the coastal desert into the San Miguel
Valley in the piedmont, near Comcáac and Lower O’odham populated mission
towns.75 Spanish soldiers displaced the indigenous peoples in places like El
Pópulo by encroaching on their mission lands. The Natives protested in
reaction, and Spanish authorities suppressed them by arresting 80 Comcáac and
Lower O’odham families and deporting their women to Guatemala. With
good reason, both groups rebelled and fled El Pópulo and other close-by
missions, seeking refuge across Comcáac territory in the rugged mountains
bordering the Sonoran coastal plain and on Tiburón Island.76

74. Cynthia Radding, “The Colonial Pact and Changing Ethnic Frontiers: Frontiers in Highland Sonora, 1740–
1840,” in Contested Ground: Comparative Frontiers on the Northern and Southern Edges of the Spanish Empire, Donna Guy
et al., eds. (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1998), 52–66; Radding,Wandering Peoples, 3, 97; DavidWeber, Bárbaros:
Spaniards and Their Savages in the Age of Enlightenment (New Haven and London, Yale University Press, 2005), 5–9;
Ramírez Zavala, et al., “Introducción,” in Cambio cultural, 18; John Lynch, The Spanish American Revolutions 1808–
1826 (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1986), 2, 7.

75. Luis Navarro García, Don José de Gálvez y la Comandancia General de las Provincias Internas del Norte de Nueva
España (Seville: Escuela de Estudios Hispanoamericanos, 1964), 84–85; María del Valle Borrero Silva, Fundación y
primeros años de la gobernación de Sonora y Sinaloa (Hermosillo: El Colegio de Sonora, 2004).

76. Spicer, Cycles of Conquest, 107.
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Flight from the missions involved violence against the Spaniards, but it also had
religious implications as fugitive indigenous peoples might vandalize church
property in the process. For instance, on September 18, 1748, a group of
Comcáac raided a Spanish mining camp in central Sonora called Real del
Aguaje, where they “killed 43 persons” while they also robbed and “burned the
houses.” According to Father Nicolás Perera, the raiders then “desecrated the
church,” as they “spilled the holy oils,” and they speared an image of the Virgin
of Guadalupe nine times “with infernal fury.” They also took two bundles of
rations with them. They used some sacred ornaments as dishware to eat the
rations, and when they finished, they burned them.77 Thus, Christian
ornaments became objects that Natives could use to convey a symbolic
language of war.

Peace under the cross, therefore, was tenuous and could be shattered at any given
moment. Native people could turn their knowledge and use of the cross against
the Spaniards and use it to enforce their view of their relationship with them.
In 1756, for example, four Comcáac men were carrying crosses on their way
to the presidio of San Miguel de Horcasitas, supposedly to negotiate peace,
when they found three unarmed Yoemem transporting fodder. The Comcáac
suddenly threw their crosses away, killed the Yoemem, and fled to their
traditional stronghold, the Cerro Prieto, comprised of a chain of mountains in
central Sonora.78 Another event that shows how peace was not always to be
brokered by way of the cross took place a year later. As Sonora governor Juan
de Mendoza crossed the Gila River Valley tracking down O’odham bands who
had fled the missions, he encountered them among the Cocomaricopas, who
had allied with them and given them refuge. Both Native groups were on top
of a mountain, ready to fight. Mendoza got off his horse, and with his
interpreter, advanced to within gunshot range, and “sent them a cross” with a
double agenda in mind. He intended the cross to symbolize an “offer of peace”
that would also induce the Natives into the “disposition of conquest,” as he
claimed. The Indians, however, replied negatively to his request by shooting
arrows at the Spaniards.79

Peace was not always a given, and this incident illustrates a scenario in which
indigenous resistance forced colonial authorities to seek diplomatic alternatives
beyond violent means. Despite Mendoza’s naive language conveying the idea

77. Sheridan, Empire of Sand, 163.
78. Juan deMendoza, Correspondence between the governor of Sonora and the viceroy of New Spain, Marqués de

las Amarillas, San Miguel de Horcasitas, March 15, 1756, AGI, México, Vol. 1358, no folder number, fol. 214.
79. Juan de Mendoza, Testimony of the documents made under consultation with the governor of the Province of

Sonora and Sinaloa, in which he gives an account of the results of his campaign against the Seri Indians, 1757, AGI,
México, Vol. 1358, no folder number, fol. 21.
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of peace and conquest as compatible, the fact that he sent the Natives a cross
suggests that he was nonetheless aware of his unfavorable position and needed
to negotiate peacefully with the fleeing bands. Moreover, this case further
highlights indigenous strategies for interacting with colonial officers, since it
was the Natives’ choice to accept peace or continue fighting that decided the
outcome of this encounter.

TRUCE BY THE CROSS

Despite the cycles of violence, mistrust, and treachery among Natives and
Spaniards that characterized most of the eighteenth century, diplomatic
language by the sign of the cross persisted during intermittent moments of
peace. Intense conflict among Spaniards and Comcáac escapees from the
missions characterized the period that extended from the 1750s to the 1770s.
The Comcáac often confederated with other indigenous groups and sought
refuge in the Cerro Prieto mountains. During this time, the Spaniards
organized recurrent military campaigns and expeditions into this mountainous
range with no apparent success.80 Peace, nonetheless, was sporadically brokered
by the cross.

In 1757, Juan de Mendoza reported, as he prepared for a campaign against the
Comcáac, that he had noticed that “many Crosses started to appear, planted in
several places along [their] Territory.” For the governor, this constituted part of
what he called the “material enigma of requesting peace with humility.”81 He
toured the Cerro Prieto again, where he found four more crosses, presumably
placed in the four cardinal directions. As a positive response to the Comcáac,
he turned the symbolism back at them as he decided to plant more crosses in
those same places.82 For Mendoza, receiving crosses from Indian leaders meant
“a very clear petition of . . . holy Catholic faith,” as well as a “faithful and
proper sign of vassalage” to the King. He saw the cross as part of an
indigenous “garment” in a “remote location” that would serve as “a Door, and
foundation for the reducción” of the indigenous peoples of Sonora.83 This case
underscores Mendoza’s acknowledgment of crosses as a Native symbol.

80. The largest of these was the Expedition of Sonora, under the orders of Colonel Domingo Elizondo. See
Sheridan, Empire of Sand, 13–14.

81. Juan de Mendoza, Report from the governor of Sonora y Sinaloa to the viceroy of New Spain, Marqués de las
Amarillas, San Miguel de Horcasitas, February 15, 1757, AGI, México, Vol. 1358, no folder number, fol. 12.

82. Juan de Mendoza, Report from the governor of Sonora y Sinaloa to the viceroy of New Spain, Marqués de las
Amarillas, San Miguel de Horcasitas, February 15, 1757, AGI, México Vol. 1358, no folder number, fol. 12v.

83. Juan de Mendoza, Testimony of the documents made under consultation with the governor of the Province of
Sonora and Sinaloa, in which he gives an account of the results of his campaign against the Seri Indians, 1757, AGI,
México, Vol. 1358, no folder number, fols. 22v-23.
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Moreover, it shows how the cultural parallels between Native and Christian
crosses created a bridge for diplomacy. While each side had its own multivalent
perceptions and interpretations of this ritual, in a diplomatic context both sides
clearly understood the broader meaning of the sign of the cross, beyond its
religious and political connotations, to represent peace through the process of
reducción.

In April 1762, an elderly Comcáac woman served as an emissary between
Governor José Tienda y Cuervo and Comcáac and Lower O’odham Indians
who had allied and fled Spanish settlements seeking refuge in the Cerro Prieto.
Carrying a “Santo-Christo” (crucifix), she entered the Comcáac hideaway
through the eastern range at the Cajón del Cósari, one of its many narrow
canyons.84 She eventually contacted Comcáac chiefs Marcos and Chepillo and
showed them the cross, explaining to them that “the Governor sent her, to
propose a pardon for them if they desired to reduce to the subjection and
obedience of the King.”85 She further explained that the Spanish governor
would supposedly “attend them and help them out of his good heart, and that
the same was assured by Father Nicolás Perera, who had given her that
Santo-Cristo, so that . . . they would believe that they were being pardoned, as
ha[d] been the custom up to th[at] point.”86

She encouraged them to trust Spanish authorities and explained that they were
safe to come out and negotiate with the governor, who “wanted to
accommodate them, give them lands, and good locations, at their pleasure,
where they could establish a Town, and live in a Mission, settled and
appeased.”87 She also extended the same offer to Francisco Siaritaca, a chief
among the Lower O’odham, so that he and his people would return to their
mission towns. The solemnity of this event is worth telling, as Marcos, in the
presence of many of his people, “took the Santo Cristo, and kissed it.” Marcos
shared this message with Siaritaca, who replied, “Compadre, I shall do as your
mercy does, and with all my People I shall go wherever your mercy goes.”88

Their primary concern for accepting peace was “fear and distrust regarding
their pardon.” Therefore, among Natives and Spaniards, part of the crucifix’s
function was precisely to represent a sign of acting in good faith.89 As the
Comcáac woman was leaving the encounter, Marcos “gave her a Cross made of
sticks, which he made himself, and he told her, I will stay with the Santo

84. José Tienda y Cuervo, colonial map titled “Hanc Sonora Tabulam,” 1750s (undated), MNM, AMN.008-B-09.
85. José Tienda y Cuervo, Report on peace negotiations with the Seris and Pimas at Cerro Prieto, San Miguel de

Horcasitas, April 14, 1762, AGI, Guadalajara, Vol. 511, folder 7, fol. 59.
86. Tienda y Cuervo, Report on peace negotiations with the Seris and Pimas at Cerro Prieto, fol. 59–59v.
87. Tienda y Cuervo, Report on peace negotiations with the Seris and Pimas at Cerro Prieto, fols. 59–60.
88. Tienda y Cuervo, Report on peace negotiations with the Seris and Pimas at Cerro Prieto, fol. 60.
89. Radding, Wandering Peoples, 171.
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Christo, that Father Nicolas sends, and as a sign that I want peace, take this Cross,
and tell the Governor that we shall not do any harm.”90

The cross represented an unspoken covenant between indigenous communities
and religious authorities. Because indigenous peoples were prone to mistrust
the military, they would rather negotiate peace with the priests. Since fear kept
them from coming down the mountains, Marcos further sent Tienda y Cuervo
a message through the Comcáac woman, requesting a visit from soldiers so
that he and his group could negotiate with them. He stated that he would
“meet with his lordship, but that Father Nicolás Perera was to attend so that
[they could] reach an accord in his presence.”91 According to historian Thomas
Sheridan, Nicolás Perera likely knew the Comcáac the best among European
settlers.92 This case, therefore, reminds us that persuasion was part of the
strategies for Spanish colonial expansion in the far north within a context of
violence and coercion.

On August 29, 1768, at age 71, Nicolás Perera became the first of 20 priests from
Sonora and Sinaloa who died during the controversial Jesuit Expulsion as they
were transferred to Mexico City for their exile from the Spanish empire by
royal decree.93 The 52 Jesuits expelled from this area left a large vacancy, since
each of them was responsible for a designated mission and its visiting towns.
Replacing them implied the arrival of missionaries from the Colegio de la
Santa Cruz de Querétaro (the Holy Cross), who managed to cover eight
missions of Pimería Alta and seven of Pimería Baja. In the absence of more
missionaries from the Colegio de la Santa Cruz, 11 friars from the Province of
San Francisco de Jalisco initially attended the eastern portion of Sonora’s
missions.94 Therefore, the number of priests who could potentially serve as
diplomatic mediators was significantly reduced, by half, from 52 to 26.
Nonetheless, while Franciscans did not exert the same “methods” and
“influence” over Native communities as the Jesuits had, recent scholarly work
recognizes “some continuity” under the incoming missionaries. For instance,
along the same line as the Jesuits, Franciscans had sway in diplomatic affairs as
they promoted and justified Spanish expansion through “new reducciones.”95

90. Tienda y Cuervo, Report on peace negotiations with the Seris and Pimas at Cerro Prieto, fol. 60.
91. Tienda y Cuervo, Report on peace negotiations with the Seris and Pimas at Cerro Prieto, fol. 60v.
92. Sheridan, Empire of Sand, 15.
93. “Jesuit Expulsion,” US National Park Service, Mission Tumacacori 2000 Database, https://www.nps.gov/

tuma/learn/historyculture/jesuit-expulsion.htm, accessed February 17, 2021.
94. Antonio de los Reyes, News about the Provinces of Sonora and Sinaloa on the Status of their Missions, the

Causes of their Ruin, and Means for their Reestablishment, written by Antonio de los Reyes as a Franciscan
missionary and addressed to the Viceroy of New Spain, April 20, 1774, AGI, Guadalajara, Vol. 586, folder 4, fol. 19.
This document is also microfilmed at the AGI under the serial code C-2025-2026P.

95. De la Torre Curiel, “Tierra Incognita,” 476.
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By the early 1770s, the Spanish military and the Comcáac and Lower O’odham
had become exhausted from fighting and engaged in diplomacy by the sign of
the cross. While peace negotiations involved the Natives establishing fixed
residence, selecting the location was a two-way process that required the
mediation of the Franciscan priests.96 On April 23, 1770, Spanish officer José
Antonio de Vildósola sent an elder Indian woman he had previously taken as a
captive to engage in diplomatic negotiations with a group of Sibubapas (Lower
O’odham) that was hiding in the Cerro Prieto. Vildósola offered them a
pardon if they would establish a camp with their families near the military
garrison in Guaymas. He further suggested that “if they had any fear or
suspicion to follow through, they could avail themselves of the patronage of
Father Don Francisco Joaquín Valdez.” The Sibubapas responded to the offer
under their own terms by setting a cross near the mission town of Belem along
the Yaqui River Valley on April 29 to accept peace, but also as a request to
settle in that mission under the tutelage of Father Valdez rather than in
Guaymas with the soldiers, as they had originally been ordered to do.97 This
case illustrates that peace by the cross had come to epitomize reducciones and
missionaries for indigenous people. It reasserts the relevance of the priests’
mediation and the Natives’ mistrust or disdain for the Spanish military.

The two previous cases show that female mediation was crucial. In some
instances, captive indigenous women became avid negotiators who brokered
diplomacy among their people in exchange for their freedom. Nonetheless,
they were not always successful because of the coercion, mistrust, and
interference from third parties. In May 1769, for instance, an unnamed
O’odham woman taken captive by the Spaniards requested permission from
Juan de Pineda, governor of Sonora, to act as a diplomatic emissary between
Spanish authorities and her people hiding in the Cerro Prieto mountain range.
After mediating among the runaway O’odham for several days, she returned in
the company of Francisco, her husband. Francisco presented himself to Pineda,
kneeling on the ground, trembling, and carrying a small cross while assuring
the governor that three O’odham leaders, Guejuriche, Vipitzi, and Sicubac,
along with their relatives, desired to present themselves in peaceful terms.

After sharing the good news, Francisco anxiously requested the immediate release
of his wife, two sisters, and daughter. As a precedent, he mentioned a previous
case, where captive Comcáac members had successfully negotiated their release
by collaborating as peace brokers among their people. Since the negotiation

96. Sheridan, Empire of Sand, 15.
97. José Antonio de Vildósola, Journals and Military Expedition Routes, addressed to Governor and Capitan

General Juan de Pineda, Guaymas, May 13, 1770, AGN, Historia, Vol. 24, fols. 320v-321.
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process was not over yet, Pineda responded by giving him limited access to visit
his daughter. Because of the governor’s halfway concession, Francisco became
unwilling to negotiate any further and took a more aggressive stance by
escaping to the Cerro Prieto two nights later with his child and the rest of his
captive family members.98

This case highlights the importance of women’s roles in diplomatic practices. Had
Francisco not intervened in the ongoing negotiation, his wife might have
successfully secured a peaceful resolution for some of the fleeing bands and
could have opened the way to release for her and her captive family members
by agreeing to reestablish themselves in reducciones. Nonetheless, Francisco’s
intervention shows that indigenous peoples could balance their power when
diplomacy failed by resorting to other strategies, such as flight from Spanish
settlements.

CROSSES UNDER MILITARY RULE

Because of the escalation of violence and Apache raids from the mid eighteenth
century, by the late colonial period Bourbon policies increased military support
in northern New Spain.99 A set of royal regulations for military garrisons on the
northern frontier was in effect by September 1772, establishing an offensive
strategy against unsubdued Indian groups.100 These regulations added significant
pressure to indigenous communities not subject to colonial rule, because they
were now more vulnerable to attacks in their own villages.101 In this context of
coercion, the Comcáac and other groups became more prone to request peace by
seeking the mediation of missionary priests, and the sign of the cross persisted as
an essential mechanism for diplomacy, as the following case will show.

On January 1773, a Comcáac subgroup known as the Tiburones received
Lieutenant Manuel de la Azuela and Franciscan friar Juan Crisóstomo Gil de
Bernabé into their territory along the coast in a place known by the Spaniards
as El Carrizal. By holding “crosses in their hands,” the Tiburones ratified their
“obedience” to Spaniards, requesting missionary presence in that location.102

98. Excerpt of the latest news from the Sonora Expedition and the instructions given by the General Visitor in Real
de Los Alamos, 1769, AGI, México, Vol. 2477, no folder number, and no fol. number.

99. Sheridan, Empire of Sand, 256.
100. For an English version of the royal regulations, see Sidney B. Brinckerhoff and Odie B. Faulk, Lancers of the

King: A Study of the Frontier Military System of Northern New Spain, with a Translation of the Royal Regulations of 1772
(Phoenix: Arizona Historical Foundation, 1965).

101. Weber, Bárbaros, 148.
102. Antonio María de Bucareli y Ursúa, Letter from the viceroy of New Spain communicating news from the

governors of the provinces of Nueva Vizcaya, Sonora, New Mexico, and Texas, and the actions against Apaches and
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Colonial authorities granted their request, but months later, the newly established
mission failed, apparently because of inter-band rivalries, with Gil’s life taken at
the hands of the Tiburones.103 Despite the deplorable outcome, this case
illustrates how Natives could negotiate their residence locations when going
into peace agreements and assert power over their territory even after the peace
negotiations. It also highlights that the sign of the cross continued to have a
fundamental diplomatic function, since it provided at least an initial avenue for
negotiations between Natives and priests, even after the Jesuit Expulsion and
the enactment of the royal regulations of 1772.

OnAugust 26, 1786, Viceroy Bernardo deGálvez issued a policy that emphasized
diplomacy throughmilitary efforts by promoting peace negotiations with Indians
who were to settle on peace reservations in the proximity of military garrisons.104

The first of these encampments was in Bacoachi, a mission and mining town in
northern Sonora. Established by the Jesuits in 1650 under the place-name of
Jesús del Valle de La Paz (Valley of Peace) in what was once an Upper
O’odham village, Bacoachi by this time also housed a Spanish presidio manned
by Ópata auxiliary troops who were traditional enemies to the Apaches.105

Peace negotiations between colonial authorities, their indigenous allies, and
non-reduced Indians were still celebrated through hybrid cultural practices
revolving around the sign of the cross.

On November 19, 1786, at Las Cabezas Mountains, several Southern Apache
bands celebrated a peace agreement with Spanish officers following a Native
ritual that bridged indigenous and Christian values and portrayed multilayered
meanings regarding the cross as a symbol of peaceful interactions. At the event
were Captain Chiquito, prominent leader of a subgroup known as the
Chiricagüi, and another chief who represented the Gileño Apache faction and a
portion of the Tonto people. An Apache shaman was also present. The

Comanches and other nations, Mexico City, January 27, 1773, AGI, Guadalajara, Vol. 513, folder 1, letter number 732,
fols. 4–4v.; Sheridan, Empire of Sand, 406–408.

103. Ana Luz Ramírez Zavala, “Carrizal, misión franciscana en territorio comcáac,” in Misiones del noroeste de
México, Padilla Ramos, 61–74.

104. Bernardo de Gálvez, Viceregal Instruction on Indian Peace Policies for the Internal Provinces of New Spain,
Mexico City, August 26, 1786, Biblioteca Nacional de España, R/1237(5), 1–60;Weber, Bárbaros, 193; José Refugio de la
Torre Curiel and Ana Isabel Pérez González, “‘Nada les hemos cumplido’: negociaciones de paz entre apaches y españoles
en la Nueva Vizcaya en 1787,” Historia Mexicana 69:3 (2020): 1025–1026, 1028.

105. Matthew Babcock, Apache Adaptation to Hispanic Rule (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 2,
142–144; Moreno Vega, “Reciprocidad y generosidad,” 31–33; Ortega Noriega, “El sistema de las misiones jesuíticas,”
45. Information on original place-name for Bacoachi retrieved from Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley,
Microfilm Role Positive BN 416:17, Papeles relativos a los Jesuitas en Baja California y otras regiones septentrionales de la
Nueva España 1686–1793, specific document title: Misión de Nuestra Señora de la Asunción de Arizpe, written by Jesuit
missionary Carlos de Rojas, Arizpe, July 28, 1722, 1–3v; and Dora Elvia Enríquez Licón, “Bacoachi, pueblo ópata de
frontera: la herencia colonial,” in Cambio cultural en territorios de frontera: programas, procesos y apropiaciones. Siglos
XVII-XXI (Hermosillo: El Colegio de Sonora, 2020), 85.
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ceremony startedwith Chiquito shouting to gather his followers, and as they came
all together, he asked them to surrender their weapons. Next, the Apaches started
moving closer to the Spaniards, and as they got about 30 feet from them, Captain
Chiquito “stood and sighed.” His people “started singing a chant as if they were
weeping, and he and his son started trembling, and then came two of his
daughters covered with a blue cloth, they stood about ten steps behind, crying
and trembling.” Next, Chiquito’s son, and “heir to the Captaincy,” came out
dressed in white.

[He entered] trembling and twirling in the form of the cross until he got dizzy
and needed to lean on one of the persons who was singing. Then Captain
Chiquito came along twirling in the form of the Cross as well, and in this way
he came into [the Spaniards’] Sphere and after being among [them] he raised
his hands towards the sky and he lowered them three times. To this signal, the
Captain of the Tontos yelled and said that Captain Chiquito [was] now good,
and he came to greet all [the Spaniards], and then the whole group of
warriors, as well as the Women and Children, [with] their weapons, mingled
with [them], and the Captain remained standing and trembling until his
dizziness faded away, he then sat [and started his speech].106

This case illustrates in detail that the Southern Apaches continued to revere the
Native cross and the four-pattern ritual, since the act of twirling in the form of
the cross suggests that they were invoking the four sacred directions. Twirling
in that fashion was a recurrent practice in Southern Apache rituals, including
their main ceremony, the puberty dance. In this celebration, running “around
the four ways” was done to invoke the power of one of their deities, Changing
Woman.107 Spanish commander Domingo Vergara, who recorded this ritual,
likely acknowledged it as an indigenous tradition, but its resemblance to the
sign of the Christian cross evidently served as a cultural bridge for diplomacy.

The Apaches, in fact, successfully merged themultilayered symbols of bothNative
and Christian crosses and continued using them during diplomatic rituals even
after Mexican independence. In 1836, for instance, an Apache woman went
into the town of Santa Rita, New Mexico, carrying a “large wooden cross
which she turned round and round, exhibiting it in all directions.”108 This
incident exemplifies the hybridity between Christian and Native rituals that
came through a long process of cross-cultural exchange and negotiation among
indigenous groups and colonial people. It suggests the longevity and

106. Domingo Vergara, Report addressed to Intendant Governor of Sonora Pedro Garrido y Durán about the
reasoning made by the captain of the Chiricagüis during their peace ceremony on November 16, 1786, Arizpe,
November 30, 1786, AGI, Guadalajara, Vol. 286, folder 1.

107. Basso, Cibecue Apache, 67.
108. Griffen, Apaches at War, 168.
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multivalent meanings of enduring symbols like the Native and Christian crosses
revolving around peace negotiations, which indigenous groups and European
settlers had developed and preserved throughout Spanish colonial contact and
beyond.

CONCLUSION

Peace came to represent a variety of things among indigenous peoples and
European settlers. To Spaniards, it meant living by the Cross and under the
authority of Christian doctrine, and it represented spreading Christianity and
colonial rule among indigenous groups across the Americas. These goals
implied changing indigenous beliefs, subsistence practices, and lifestyles by
bringing semi-sedentary or nomadic peoples into reducciones, epitomizing the
sign of the Latin cross. While the colonizers certainly did not meet all their
goals, they could exchange and negotiate some of these meanings and
intentions with the Natives by engaging in diplomatic ceremonies that required
them to accept indigenous symbols and rituals. To Natives, peace with Spanish
authorities meant accommodating some Christian symbols and rituals within
their precontact ceremonies and practices. Following traditions based on
reciprocity, they incorporated the colonists into their former interethnic
exchanges and alliances, cementing these diplomatic strategies by adopting
Christian symbols and merging them with their extended Native cultural
systems. As this article has shown, the O’odham and Comcáac groups practiced
diplomacy through the hybrid use of arches and crosses in the final years of the
seventeenth century and the first years of the eighteenth. Similarly, by the late
colonial and early national periods the Apaches practiced rituals that involved
both Latin and Native crosses.

By studying the hybrid uses of crosses and the meanings attached to them,
this article has focused on fluidity in the interactions among Natives and
colonizers through the adoption of this symbol by ethnic groups beyond
Spanish-controlled territory. The emphasis on the adoption process of this
diplomatic ritual among the geographically extended and culturally diverse
ethnic groups of Sonora and beyond provided insight into the role indigenous
peoples had in implanting colonial culture in their societies, transforming them
in the process. Ultimately, the focus in this article on cross-cultural exchanges
based on hybrid symbols such as the sign of the cross illustrates native peoples’
reactions and strategies under colonial presence. It shows that the multivalent
meanings of the sign of the cross provided indigenous groups with, depending
on circumstances, both an instrument to bring trust into their diplomatic
negotiations and a weapon to attract and deceive their enemies. Therefore, by
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following peaceful and conflictive interactions among Natives and Spaniards
through this symbol, it has been possible to show some of the options available
to these groups. Their choices often involved female indigenous mediation
during peace negotiations, highlighted in some of the examples.

This article has shown a long and nuanced historical process of colonial expansion
that intertwined coercion and negotiation. Within a context of violence, Native
groups and incoming settlers found a common cultural ground through parallel
symbols such as crosses, which served them in solidifying their diplomatic
endeavors. The cross came to represent an unspoken covenant between
indigenous communities and Spanish authorities, especially with the
missionaries, occasionally allowing for colonial expansion through persuasion
within a context of military might or religious imposition. It also highlighted
the persistence and endurance of indigenous culture, which survived the
transformations enacted by the Bourbon Reforms and extended beyond the
colonial period.
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